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(54) Micro electromechanical RF switch 

(57) A micro electromechanical RF switch is fabri- 
cated on a substrate (12) using a suspended 
microbeam as a cantilevered actuator arm (20). From 
an anchor structure (14), the cantilever arm (20) 
extends over a ground line (16) and a gapped signal line 
(18) that comprise microstrips on the substrate. A metal 
contact (22) formed on the bottom of the cantilever arm 
remote from the anchor is positioned facing the signal 
line gap. An electrode (24) atop the cantilever arm forms 
a capacitor structure above the ground line. The capac- 
itor structure may include a grid of holes extending 
through the top electrode and cantilever arm to reduce 
structural mass and the squeeze damping effect during 
switch actuation. The switch is actuated by application 
of a voltage on the top electrode (24), which causes 



electrostatic forces to attract the capacitor structure 
toward the ground line (16) so that the metal contact 
closes the gap in the signal line (18). The switch func- 
tions from DC to at least 4 GHz with an electrical isola- 
tion of -50 dB and an insertion loss of 0.1 dB at 4 GHz. 
A low temperature fabrication process allows the switch 
to be monolithically integrated with microwave and mil- 
limeter wave integrated circuits (MMICs). The RF switch 
has applications in telecommunications, including sig- 
nal routing for microwave and millimeter wave IC 
designs, MEMS impedance matching networks, and 
band-switched tunable filters for frequency-agile com- 
munications. 
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Description 

Technical Field 

The present invention relates to micro electrome- 
chanical systems (MEMS) and, in particular, to a 
micromachined electromechanical RF switch that func- 
tions with signal frequencies from DC up to at least 4 
GHz. 

Background of the Invention 

Electrical switches are widely used in microwave 
and millimeter wave integrated circuits (MMICs) for 
many telecommunications applications, including signal 
routing devices, impedance matching networks, and 
adjustable gain amplifiers. State of the art technology 
generally relies on compound solid state switches, such 
as GaAs MESFETs and PIN diodes, for example. Con- 
ventional RF switches using transistors, however, typi- 
cally provide low breakdown voltage (e.g., 30 V), 
relatively high on-resistance (e.g., 0.5 n), and relatively 
low off-resistance (e.g., 50 kQ at 100 MHz). When the 
signal frequency exceeds about 1 GHz, solid state 
switches suffer from large insertion loss (typically on the 
order of 1 dB) in the "On" state (i.e., closed circuit) and 
poor electrical isolation (typically no better than -30 dB) 
in the "Off" state (i.e., open circuit). 

Switches for telecommunications applications 
require a large dynamic range between on-state and 
off-state impedances in the RF regime. RF switches 
manufactured using micromachining techniques can 
have advantages over conventional transistors because 
they function more like macroscopic mechanical 
switches, but without the bulk and high cost. Microma- 
chined, integrated RF switches are difficult to imple- 
ment, however, because of the proximity of the contact 
electrodes to each other. Achieving a large off/on 
impedance ratio requires a good electrical contact with 
minimal resistance when the switch is on (closed circuit) 
and low parasitic capacitive coupling when the switch is 
off (open circuit). In the RF regime, close electrode 
proximity allows signals to be coupled between the con- 
tact electrodes when the switch is in the off-state, result- 
ing in low off-state resistance. Lack of dynamic range in 
on to off impedances for frequencies above 1 GHz is the 
major limitation of conventional transistor-based 
switches and known miniature electromechanical 
switches and relays. Thus, there is a need in telecom- 
munications systems for micro electromechanical 
switches that provide a wide dynamic impedance range 
from on to off at signal frequencies from DC up to at 
least 4 GHz. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention comprises a microfabricated, 
miniature electromechanical RF switch capable of han- 
dling GHz signal frequencies while maintaining minimal 



insertion loss in the "On* state and excellent electrical 
isolation in the "Off" state. In a preferred embodiment, 
the RF switch is fabricated on a semi-insulating gallium- 
arsenide (GaAs) substrate with a suspended silicon 

5 dioxide micro-beam as a cantilevered actuator arm. The 
cantilever arm is attached to an anchor structure so as 
to extend over a ground line and a gapped signal line 
formed by metal microstrips on the substrate. A metal 
contact, preferably comprising a metal that does not oxi- 

10 dize easily, such as platinum, gold, or gold palladium, is 
formed on the bottom of the cantilever arm remote from 
the anchor structure and positioned above and facing 
the gap in the signal line. A top electrode on the canti- 
lever arm forms a capacitor structure above the ground 

75 line on the substrate. The capacitor structure may 
include a grid of holes extending through the top elec- 
trode and cantilever arm. The holes, preferably having 
dimensions comparable to the gap between the canti- 
lever arm and the bottom electrode, reduce structural 

20 mass and the squeeze film damping effect of air 
between the cantilever arm and the substrate during 
switch actuation. The switch is actuated by application 
of a voltage to the top electrode. With voltage applied, 
electrostatic forces attract the capacitor structure 

25 toward the ground line, thereby causing the metal con- 
tact to close the gap in the signal line. The switch func- 
tions from DC to at least 4 GHz with an electrical 
isolation of -50 dB and an insertion loss of 0.1 dB at 4 
GHz. A low temperature process (250°C) using five 

30 photo-masks allows the switch to be monolithically inte- 
grated with microwave and millimeter wave integrated 
circuits (MMICs). The micro electromechanical RF 
switch has applications in telecommunications, includ- 
ing signal routing for microwave and millimeter wave IC 

35 designs, MEMS impedance matching networks, and 
band-switched tunable filters for frequency-agile com- 
munications. 

As demonstrated in a prototype of the present 
invention, the micro electromechanical RF switch can 

40 be switched from the normally off-state (open circuit) to 
the on-state (closed circuit) with 28 volts (-50 nA or 1 .4 
nW) and maintained in either state with nearly zero 
power. In ambient atmosphere, closure time of the 
switch is on the order of 30 us. The silicon dioxide can- 

45 tilever arm of the switch has been stress tested for sixty- 
five billion cycles (6.5 x 10 10 ) with no observed fatigue 
effects. With cross sectional dimensions of the narrow- 
est gold line at 1 urn x 20 jim, the switch can handle a 
current of at least 250 mA. 

so A principal object of the invention is an RF switch 
that has a large range between on-state and off-state 
impedances at GHz frequencies. A feature of the inven- 
tion is a micromachined switch having an electrostati- 
cally actuated cantilever arm. An advantage of the 

55 invention is a switch that functions from DC to RF fre- 
quencies with high electrical isolation and low insertion 
loss. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 

For a more complete understanding of the present 
invention and for further advantages thereof, the follow- 
ing Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 5 
makes reference to the accompanying Drawings, in 
which: 

FIGURE 1 is a top plan view of a micro electrome- 
chanical switch of the present invention; 10 

FIGURE 2 is a cross section of the switch of Figure 
1 taken along the section line 2—2; 

FIGURE 3 is a cross section of the switch of Figure is 
1 taken along the section line 3—3; 

FIGURE 4 is a cross section of the switch of Figure 
1 taken along the section line A — 4; 

20 

FIGURES 5A-E are cross sections illustrating the 
steps in fabricating the section of the switch shown 
in Figure 3; and 

FIGURES 6A-E are cross sections illustrating the 25 
steps in fabricating the section of the switch shown 
in Figure 4. 

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

30 

The present invention comprises a miniature RF 
switch designed for applications with signal frequencies 
from DC up to at least 4 GHz. Figure 1 shows a sche- 
matic top plan view of an electromechanical RF switch 
10 micromachined on a substrate. Figures 2, 3, and 4 35 
show cross sections of switch 10 taken along the sec- 
tion lines 2-2, 3-3, and 4-4, respectively, of Figure 1. 
Micromachined miniature switch 10 has applications in 
telecommunications systems including signal routing for 
microwave and millimeter wave IC designs, MEMS ao 
impedance matching networks, and adjustable gain 
amplifiers. 

In a preferred embodiment, switch 10 is fabricated 
on a substrate 12, such as a semi-insulating GaAs sub- 
strate, for example, using generally known microfabrica- 45 
tion techniques, such as masking, etching, deposition, 
and lift-off. Switch 10 is attached to substrate 12 by an 
anchor structure 1 4, which may be formed as a mesa on 
substrate 12 by deposition buildup or etching away sur- 
rounding material, for example. A bottom electrode 16, so 
typically connected to ground, and a signal line 18 are 
also famed on substrate 12. Electrode 16 and signal 
line 18 generally comprise microstrips of a metal not 
easily oxidized, such as gold, for example, deposited on 
substrate 12. Signal line 18 includes a gap 19, best illus- ss 
trated in Figure 4, that is opened and closed by opera- 
tion of switch 10, as indicated by arrow 1 1 . 

The actuating part of switch 10 comprises a canti- 
levered arm 20. typically formed of a semiconducting, 



semi-insulating, or insulating material, such as silicon 
dioxide or silicon nitride, for example. Cantilever arm 20 
forms a suspended micro-beam attached at one end 
atop anchor structure 14 and extending over and above 
bottom electrode 16 and signal line 18 on substrate 12. 
An electrical contact 22, typically comprising a metal, 
such as gold, platinum, or gold palladium, for example, 
that does not oxidize easily, is formed on the end of can- 
tilever arm 20 remote from anchor structure 14. Contact 
22 is positioned on the bottom side of cantilever arm 20 
so as to face the top of substrate 1 2 over and above gap 

19 in signal line 18. 

A top electrode 24, typically comprising a metal 
such as aluminum or gold, for example, is formed atop 
cantilever arm 20. Top electrode 24 starts above anchor 
structure 14 and extends along the top of cantilever arm 

20 to end at a position above bottom electrode 16. Can- 
tilever arm 20 and top electrode 24 are broadened 
above bottom electrode 16 to form a capacitor structure 
26. As an option to enhance switch actuation perform- 
ance, capacitor structure 26 may be formed to include a 
grid of holes 28 extending through top electrode 24 and 
cantilever arm 20. The holes, typically having dimen- 
sions of 1-100 iim, for example, reduce structural mass 
of cantilever arm 20 and the squeeze film damping 
effect of air during actuation of switch 10, as indicated 
by arrow 1 1 . 

In operation, switch 10 is normally in an "Off" posi- 
tion as shown in Figure 2. With switch 10 in the off-state, 
signal line 18 is an open circuit due to gap 19 and the 
separation of contact 22 from signal line 18. Switch 10 
is actuated to the "On" position by application of a volt- 
age on top electrode 24. With a voltage on top electrode 
24 and capacitor structure 26, which is separated from 
bottom electrode 16 by insulating cantilever arm 20, 
electrostatic forces attract capacitor structure 26 (and 
cantilever arm 20) toward bottom electrode 16. Actua- 
tion of cantilever arm 20 toward bottom electrode 16, as 
indicated by arrow 1 1 , causes contact 22 to come into 
contact signal line 18, thereby closing gap 19 and plac- 
ing signal line 18 in the on-state (i.e., closing the circuit). 

Design Trade-Offs 

The following description sets forth, by way of 
example, and not limitation, various component dimen- 
sions and design trade-offs in constructing micro elec- 
tromechanical switch 10. For the general design of RF 
switch 10, silicon dioxide cantilever arm 20 is typically 
10 to 1000 urn long, 1 to 100 \im wide, and 1 to 10 ^m 
thick. Capacitor structure 26 has a typical area of 100 
urn 2 to 1 mm 2 . The gap between the bottom of silicon 
dioxide cantilever arm 20 and metal lines 16 and 18 on 
substrate 12 is typically 1-10 jim. Gold microstrip signal 
line 18 is generally 1-10 urn thick and 10-1000 urn wide 
to provide the desired signal line impedance. Gold con- 
tact 22 is typically 1-10 jim thick with a contact area of 
10-10,000 jim 2 . 

At low signal frequencies, insertion loss of switch 
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10 is dominated by the resistive loss of signal line 18, 
which includes the resistance of signal line 18 and 
resistance of contact 22. At higher frequencies, inser- 
tion loss can be attributed to both resistive loss and skin 
depth effect For frequencies below 4 GHz, skin depth 
effect is much less significant than resistive loss of sig- 
nal line 18. To minimize resistive loss, a thick layer of 
gold (2 urn, for example) can be used. Gold is also pre- 
ferred for its superior electromigration characteristics. 
The width of signal line 18 is more limited than its thick- 
ness because wider signal lines, although generating 
lower insertion loss, produce worse off-state electrical 
isolation due to the increased capacitive coupling 
between the signal lines. Furthermore, a change in 
microstrip signal line dimensions also affects microwave 
impedance. 

Electrical isolation of switch 10 in the off-state 
mainly depends on the capacitive coupling between the 
signal lines or between the signal lines and the sub- 
strate, whether the substrate is conductive or semi-con- 
ductive. Therefore, a semi-insulating GaAs substrate is 
preferred over a semi-conducting silicon substrate for 
RF switch 10. GaAs substrates are also preferred over 
other insulating substrates, such as glass, so that RF 
switch 10 may retain its monolithic integration capability 
withMMICs. 

Capacitive coupling between signal lines may be 
reduced by increasing the gap between signal line 18 
on substrate 12 and metal contact 22 on the bottom of 
suspended silicon dioxide cantilever arm 20. However, 
an increased gap also increases the voltage required to 
actuate switch 10 because the same gap affects the 
capacitance of structure 26. Aluminum top metal 24 of 
capacitor structure 26 couples to the underlying ground 
metallization 16. For a fixed gap distance, the voltage 
required to actuate switch 10 may be reduced by 
increasing the area of actuation capacitor structure 26. 
However, an increase in capacitor area increases the 
overall mass of the suspended structure and thus the 
closure time of switch 10. If the stiffness of the sus- 
pended structure is increased to compensate for the 
increase in structure mass so as to maintain a constant 
switch closure time, the voltage required to actuate 
switch 10 will be further increased. Furthermore, in 
order to obtain minimal insertion loss, contact 22 on sil- 
icon dioxide cantilever arm 20 also needs to be maxi- 
mized in thickness to reduce resistive loss, but a thick 
gold contact 22 also contributes to overall mass. 

In managing the tradeoffs between device parame- 
ters for RF switch 10, insertion loss and electrical isola- 
tion are generally given the highest priority, followed by 
closure time and actuation voltage. In preferred embod- 
iments, insertion loss and electrical isolation of RF 
switch 10 are designed to be 0.1 dB and -50 dB at 4 
GHz, respectively, while switch closure time is on the 
order of 30 us and actuation voltage is 28 Volts. 

The optional grid of holes 28 in actuation capacitor 
structure 26 reduces structural mass while maintaining 
overall actuation capacitance by relying on fringing elec- 



tric fields of the grid structure. In addition, the grid of 
holes 28 reduces the atmospheric squeeze film damp- 
ing effect between cantilever arm 20 and substrate 12 
as switch 10 is actuated. Switches without a grid of 
5 holes 28 generally have much greater closing and open- 
ing times due to the squeeze film damping effect. 

Fabrication 

10 RF switch 10 of the present invention is manufac- 
tured by surface microfabrication techniques using five 
masking levels. No critical overlay alignment is required. 
The starting substrate for the preferred embodiment is a 

3- inch semi-insulating GaAs wafer. Silicon dioxide 
15 (SiOg) deposited using plasma enhanced chemical 

vapor deposition (PECVD) is used as the preferred 
structural material for cantilever arm 20, and polyimide 
is used as the preferred sacrificial material. Figures 5A- 
E and 6A-E are cross-sectional schematic illustrations 
20 of the process sequence as it affects sections 3-3 and 

4- 4, respectively, of switch 10 shown in Figure 1. The 
low process temperature of 250°C during Si0 2 PECVD 
forming of switch 10 ensures monolithic integration 
capability with MMICs. 

25 Anchor structure 14 may be fabricated using many 
different etching and/or depositing techniques. Forming 
raised anchor structure 14 as illustrated in Figure 2 typ- 
ically requires the anchor area to be much larger than 
the dimensions of cantilever arm 20. In one method, 

30 cantilever arm 20 is formed atop a sacrificial layer 
deposited on substrate 12. When cantilever arm 20 is 
released, by using oxygen plasma, for example, to 
remove the sacrificial layer laterally, the sacrificial mate- 
rial forming anchor structure 14 is undercut but not 

35 removed completely. In another method, an etching 
step prior to the deposition of the material forming can- 
tilever arm 20 is used to create a recessed area in the 
sacrificial layer where anchor structure 14 will be 
formed. In this configuration, the material of cantilever 

40 arm 20 is actually deposited on substrate 12 in the 
etched recessed area of the sacrificial layer to form 
anchor structure 14. 

In forming cantilever arm 20, electrodes 16 and 18, 
and contact 22, a sacrificial material, such as a layer of 

45 thermal setting polyimide 30 (such as DuPont PI2556, 
for example), is deposited on substrate 12. Polyimide 
may be cured with a sequence of oven bakes at temper- 
atures no higher than 250°C. A second sacrificial mate- 
rial, such as a layer of pre-imidized polyimide 32 (such 

so as OCG Probeimide 285, for example) that can be 
selectively removed from the first sacrificial material, is 
then deposited. OCG Probeimide 285 can be spun on 
and baked with a highest baking temperature of 170°C. 
A 1500 A thick silicon nitride layer 34 is then deposited 

55 and patterned using photolithography and reactive ion 
etch (RIE) in CHF 3 and 0 2 chemistry. The pattern is fur- 
ther transferred to the underlying polyimide layers via 
0 2 RIE, as best illustrated in Figure 6A. This creates a 
liftoff profile similar to a tri-layer resist system except 
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that two layers of polyimide are used. A layer of gold is Claims 
electron beam evaporated with a thickness equal to that 
of the thermal set polyimide layer 30 to form bottom 
electrode 16 and signal line 18, as shown in Figures 5B 
and 6B. Gold liftoff is completed using methylene chlo- s 
ride to dissolve the pre-imidized OCG polyimide, leaving 
a planar gold/polyimide surface, as best illustrated in 
Figure 6B. The cross linked DuPont polyimide 30 has 
good chemical resistance to methylene chloride. 

A second layer of thermal setting polyimide 38 10 
(such as DuPont PI2555, for example) is spun on and 
thermally cross linked. A layer of 1 urn gold is deposited 
using electron beam evaporation and liftoff to form con- 
tact metal 22, as best shown in Figure 6C. A 2 jim thick 
layer of PECVD silicon dioxide film is then deposited is 
and patterned using photolithography and RIE in CHF 3 
and 0 2 chemistry to form cantilever arm 20, as shown in 
Figures 5D and 6D. A thin layer (2500 A) of aluminum 
film is then deposited using electron beam evaporation 
and liftoff to form top electrode 24 in the actuation 20 
capacitor structure, as shown in Figure 5D. Finally, the 
entire RF switch structure is released by dry etching the 
polyimide films 30 and 38 in a Branson 0 2 barrel etcher. 
Dry-release is preferred over wet chemical release 
methods to prevent potential sticking problems. 25 2. 

Test Results 

Stiffness of the suspended switch structure fabri- 
cated as described above is designed to be 0.2-2.0 N/m 30 
for various cantilever dimensions. The lowest required 3. 
actuation voltage is 28 Volts, with an actuation current 
on the order of 50 nA (which corresponds to a power 
consumption of 1.4 jiW). Electrical isolation of -50 dB 
and insertion loss of 0.1 dB at 4 GHz have been 35 4. 
achieved. Because of electrostatic actuation, switch 10 
requires nearly zero power to maintain its position in 
either the on-state or the off-state. Switch closure time 
is on the order of 30 us. The silicon dioxide cantilever 5. 
arm 20 has been stress tested for a total of sixty five bil- 40 
lion cycles (6.5 x 10 10 ) with no observed fatigue effects. 
The current handling capability for the prototype switch 
10 was 200 mA with the cross sectional dimensions of 6. 
the narrowest gold signal line 18 being 1 ^m by 20 jim. 
The DC resistance of the prototype switch was 0.22 a 45 
All characterizations were performed in ambient atmos- 
phere. 

Various changes and modifications within the 
scope of the invention can be carried out by those 
skilled in the art. In particular, the substrate, anchor so 
structure, cantilever arm, electrodes, and metal contact 7. 
may be fabricated using any of various materials appro- 
priate for a given end use design. In addition, the anchor 
structure, cantilever arm, capacitor structure, and metal 
contact may be formed in various geometries, including ss 8. 
multiple anchor points, cantilever arms, and metal con- 
tacts. 



A micro electromechanical switch 10 formed on a 
substrate 12, comprising: 

an anchor structure 14, a bottom electrode 16, 
and a signal line 18 formed on the substrate 12; 
said signal line 18 having a gap 19 forming an 
open circuit; 

a cantilever arm 20 attached to said anchor 
structure 14 and extending over said bottom 
electrode 16 and said signal line gap 19; 
a contact 22 formed on said cantilever arm 20 
remote from said anchor structure 14 and posi- 
tioned facing said gap 19 in said signal line 18; 
a top electrode 24 formed atop said cantilever 
arm 20; and 

a portion of said cantilever arm 20 and said top 
electrode 24 positioned above said bottom 
electrode 16 forming a capacitor structure 26 
electrostatically attractable toward said bottom 
electrode 16 upon selective application of a 
voltage on said top electrode 24. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said electrostatic attraction of said capaci- 
tor structure 26 toward said bottom electrode 16 
causes said contact 22 on said cantilever arm 20 to 
close said gap 19 in said signal line 18. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said substrate 12 comprises a semi-insu- 
lating GaAs substrate. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said cantilever arm 20 comprises insulat- 
ing material. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said cantilever arm 20 comprises silicon 
dioxide. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said capacitor structure 26 further com- 
prises a grid of holes 28 extending through said 
cantilever arm 20 and top electrode 24, said holes 
28 reducing the structural mass of said cantilever 
arm 20 and the squeeze film damping effect of air 
during actuation of the switch 10. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said bottom electrode 16 and signal line 18 
comprise gold microstrips on the substrate 12. 

The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said contact 22 comprises a metal 
selected form the group consisting of gold, plati- 
num, and gold palladium. 
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9. The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, 
wherein said cantilever arm 20 has a thickness in 
the ranged 1-10 jim. 

10. The micro electromechanical switch 10 of Claim 1, s 
wherein said cantilever arm 20 has a length from 
anchor structure 14 to capacitor structure 26 in the 
range of 10-1000 jim. 

10 
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